
 

Prepared by the RI Office of Library & Information Services, July 28, 2004 
Anne T. Parent, Chief of Library Services 

Statewide Reference Resource Center Q&A  
 
What is the origin of the Providence Public Library’s service as Statewide 
Reference Resource Center? 
RIGL 29-6-9 designated the Providence Public Library (PPL) as RI’s Statewide 
Reference Resource Center (SRRC) in 1989.  The legislation was drafted during 
the 1980s before the advent of mainstream electronic resources, so that the 
state’s libraries and the general public could refer questions that could not be 
answered locally to a statewide center of “last recourse.”  
 
What services are provided by the SRRC? 
Services provided by contract are as follows:  backup reference assistance to 
other libraries (including responding to ILL Subject Requests, which in reality are 
reference questions); direct service to the public in the form of telephone, in-
person, and e-mail reference (including questions received via the state portal, 
RI.gov); and Central Library Sunday hours, as well as walk-in access for all RI 
residents to its collections and services.1  A copy of the now-expired FY2004 
contract, an annual agreement submitted by PPL and signed by OLIS, is 
provided as the first attachment to this document.  
 
Who uses the SRRC? 
SRRC users are both libraries and the general public.  In FY2004 the SRRC 
reported receiving 597 reference questions from other libraries and 75,009 
telephone and in-person reference questions from the general public. (See graph 
at attachment 2 to this document.) 
 
PPL reports use of the SRRC as 89% of telephone reference and 62% of in-
person reference to non-Providence residents and Providence residents for 
whom the Central Library is not their neighborhood library (i.e. patrons of its 9 
branches.) 50% of email reference is attributed to the SRRC.  With the exception 
of email reference added in 2003, PPL has not revised these percentage 
estimates since 1997.  
 
Is it true that state funding for the SRRC has been level for many years? 
Funding has indeed remained nearly level.   It remained at $822,484 for several 
years through FY2000, but increased 7% in FY2001 to $880,110, where it has 
remained through 2004 and is budgeted for 2005.  In FY2001 the “bottom line” of 
state aid not only reached twenty-five percent for the first time, but exceeded it by 
$57,626, an amount that OLIS then allocated to the SRRC.  Libraries did not 
specifically request that OLIS increase SRRC funding either at that time or since. 
 
(continued) 

                                            
1 Some pre-1989 services formerly provided by PPL under its Principal Public Library 
designation, such as processing interlibrary loan requests not filled within CLAN, no longer fall 
under the SRRC aegis. Interlibrary loan service, with the exception of processing subject 
requests, is now provided by OLIS. 
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Has use of the SRRC also remained level over the years? 
Use of the SRRC by the general public has decreased 33% in the past eight 
years, and use by other libraries has decreased by 48%.  Email reference service 
alone is increasing, from 1,101 in FY2003 to 3,020 in FY2004, the only years for 
which complete figures are available.  Email reference through RI.gov was not 
added until the last quarter of FY2003, and email chat reference, also included in 
these figures, was not added until the last quarter of FY2004.  In FY2004 email 
reference via RI.gov accounted for two-thirds of the email reference activity at the 
SRRC.  See the accompanying chart (attachment 2) for the annual breakdowns, 
including breakdowns for telephone and in-person service.   
 
Why are the statistics for reference questions on PPL’s Annual Reports so 
much higher than those reported to OLIS for SRRC use? 
Only Central Library reference transactions are reported in the SRRC statistics, 
whereas PPL's Annual Report includes reference activity at the Central Library 
and the nine branch libraries.   
 
How has OLIS responded to the decrease in SRRC statistics? 
OLIS has agreed to maintain the level funding for SRRC, while suggesting that 
new directions in service provision be explored in light of the decrease in 
traditional reference service statistics.  PPL has responded by providing 
computer training for library staff throughout the state starting in FY2002; online 
reference service through RI.gov began in FY2003.  At the end of FY2004 PPL 
began posting recent reference resource acquisitions on its website. 
 
What does it cost to operate the SRRC? 
PPL administration has determined that the cost per reference transaction in 
FY2004 was $27.  Statistics provided to OLIS by PPL indicate that the total cost 
of the SRRC for FY2004 was $1,279,048. By contract, this amount includes 
Sunday hours and skills development in addition to reference transactions 
 
Determining the total cost of operating the SRRC depends on whether the SRRC 
is considered to be a function of PPL or the Central Library itself. For many years 
PPL administration has maintained spreadsheets that have estimated actual 
costs of the SRRC that vary, but are consistently higher than those it calculated 
as covered by the grant.  These spreadsheets have specified allocations for 
staffing, materials, and overhead.   
 
Why is the SRRC grant only $880,110? 
It is difficult to isolate services that are provided by a major public library to its 
own residents from services that are provided specifically to serve non-residents.  
In fact, every RI public library welcomes non-resident walk-ins and telephone 
reference questions.  
  
 
(continued) 
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Arguably, it is the breadth, depth, and specialization of Providence’s collections 
that provide the added value of the SRRC.  In acknowledgement of this, OLIS 
has considered the $880,110 to be a state subsidy for services that would be 
provided in any event, rather than a “quid pro quo” dollar-for-dollar payment for 
specific services.  In other words, OLIS sees the SRRC as a concept, rather than 
a physical space.  
 
PPL’s recent communications have indicated the exact opposite.  By maintaining 
that the operation of the Central Library (exclusive of popular materials) is the 
sole responsibility of the state, PPL has divested itself of responsibility for Central 
Library service except to provide the dollar-for-dollar value of the SRRC grant 
according to its calculations. Provlib.org’s “restructuring” fact sheet now refers to 
10 branch libraries.  Evidently, PPL views the SRRC as the physical Central 
Library. 
 
Has the Providence Public Library requested new contract terms? 
PPL presents a contract proposal each year, which is then negotiated with OLIS.  
The contract proposal has not changed significantly since 2000 despite 
suggestions by OLIS that the formulas for cost allocation be revised. OLIS has 
not yet received a proposal for FY2005, although the most recent contract 
expired on June 30, 2004. 
 
Does the SRRC contract include provision for certain hours of opening? 
Contracts to date refer only to a minimum number of hours per week (40) as well 
as to Sunday hours from October through May. No contract is yet in place for 
FY2005.  A minimum number of SRRC evening hours, while implicit in the past, 
could be considered in the FY2005 contract negotiation in light of the recent 
reduction of hours announced by PPL administration. 
 
Will the forthcoming statewide library study investigate SRRC funding?  
Most certainly the special resources at the Providence Public Library will be 
considered in the overall study of multitype library cooperation and services in RI.   
As the largest public library in the state, the Providence Public Library will have a 
seat on the Legislative Commission established for the study.  Whether an 
outcome of the study will be a recommendation specifically regarding SRRC 
funding remains to be seen and cannot be predicted in advance. 
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AN AGREEMENT BETWEEN THE OFFICE OF LIBRARY AND INFORMATION 
SERVICES AND THE PROVIDENCE PUBLIC LIBRARY PROVIDING FOR THE 
PROVIDENCE PUBLIC LIBRARY TO PROVIDE ACCESS TO SPECIALIZED 
COLLECTIONS AND SERVICES PURSUANT TO CHAPTERS 29-3 AND 29-6 OF THE 
GENERAL LAWS OF RHODE ISLAND AS AMENDED. 
 
Pursuant to chapters 29-3 and 29-6 of the General Laws of Rhode Island, as amended, the Office 
of Library and Information Services designates the Providence Public Library to receive in fiscal 
year 2004 a State grant-in-aid appropriated by the 2003 General Assembly in a total amount of 
$880,110 provided that it meet the following minimum criteria: 
 

The collections and services of the Providence Public Library's central facility 
continue to be available to other free libraries in the State at least 40 hours per 
week. 

 
The collections and services of the Providence Public Library continue to be 
available to the residents of Rhode Island cities and towns, other than the City of 
Providence, at least 40 hours per week. 

 
The Providence Public Library keeps separate financial records for this project 
and provides quarterly financial reports to the Office of Library and Information 
Services. 

 
The Providence Public Library provides for administrative review in accounting 
for State funds, and furnishes substantiation of the use of funds transmitted as an 
"advance" by the Office of Library and Information Services. 

 
The Providence Public Library makes every effort to accomplish the objectives 
presented in the attached Program of Service for FY 2004 and submits progress 
and statistical reports as required by the Office of Library and Information 
Services. 

 
Payments will be made on a quarterly basis; each payment to be made upon attainment of the 
milestones enumerated for the prior quarter in the Program of Service. 
 
Any changes or modifications of the terms or conditions of this agreement shall be made only 
after consultation with and approval of the Chief of Library Services, Office of Library and 
Information Services. 
 
 
This agreement made this _____ day of                           in the year of 2003. 
 
 
 
s/                                                            s/ ___________________________ 
Chief of Library Services     Director, Providence Public Library 
Office of Library and Information Services       
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PROGRAM OF SERVICE 
 Statewide Reference Resource Center 

Providence Public Library 
2003-2004 

 
 
Throughout the year, the Providence Public Library (PPL) will: 
 

1. Continue to work with staff from the Office of Library and Information Services (OLIS) to 
plan, develop and fund the Statewide Reference Resource Center.  
 

2. Open the Central Library for service on thirty Sundays, October 19, 2003 - May 23, 2004. 
 

3. Answer reference questions received from all Rhode Island residents by telephone, in-person 
and by e-mail. 
 

4. Answer email reference questions received through the state government online information 
portal, RI.gov. 
 

5. Answer reference questions received from all LORI member libraries directly by telephone,  
e-mail, and fax or through interlibrary delivery. 
 

6. Provide direct access for all Rhode Island residents to PPL's in-depth collections. 
 

7. Make all PPL professional staff available to LORI librarians for consultation, upon request, 
including development and public relations staff, reference librarians, the interlibrary loan 
librarian, the Special Collections Librarian, the Collection Development Librarian and the 
Electronic Information Services Coordinator. 
 

8. Publicize activities of the Statewide Reference Resource Center in conjunction with the 
LORI Committee and OLIS at expositions and through the library's web site. 
 

9. Provide quarterly reports to OLIS regarding the use of the Statewide Reference Resource 
Center including the number of reference questions received from the public and the number 
of calls and subject requests from other libraries. 
 

10. Provide access to the digitized RI Collection photographs through the World Wide Web.  
Continue to replace music scores weeded as part of the music score retrospective conversion 
project. 
 

11. Continue to implement the objectives outlined in the Library's Strategic Plan. 
 

12. Work with OLIS to review and revise contractual arrangements between OLIS and PPL. 
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Additionally, other specific activities will take place during FY2004: 
 

• A minimum of 20 LORI computer application classes will be presented at various public 
libraries in Rhode Island. 

 
• The Head of Reference and the Head of Shared Resources will visit a minimum of two LORI 

libraries per quarter to review services and solicit feedback. 
 

• A minimum of one reference training program for professional staff at LORI libraries will be 
sponsored each quarter. 

 
• Professional staff from the Providence Public Library will attend appropriate professional 

development programs and training sessions. 
 

• Reviews of new reference materials at the Providence Public Library will be posted on the 
Providence Public Library website, with links from the OLIS web site. 
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BUDGET 
 

Program of Service Statewide Reference Resource Center 
Providence Public Library 

2003-2004 
 
Reference Services: 
 
Backup Reference Assistance to LORI member libraries 
 
Reference questions from other libraries:  $13,500 
Total ILL subject requests:    $  4,212 
 
Direct Service to the Public 
 
Total telephone reference questions:   $316,721 
Total in-person reference questions:   $514,889 
Email r eference     $5,788 
 
Subtotal Reference Questions:   $837,398 
 
 
Sunday Service 
Open 1 - 5 p.m., 
October 20, 2002- May 18, 2003 
 
Subtotal Sundays:     $ 20,000 
 
 
Skills Development:     $  5,000 
 
 
Grand Total:      $880,110 
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Statewide Reference Resource Center: Annual Use
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